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ABSTRACT

An Overview and Assessment of the Editorial Assistant Position at
Women’s Studies Quarterly
by
Amy Iafrate

Advisors: Dr. Red Washburn and Dr. Brianne Waychoff

This paper represents the culmination of my internship at Women’s Studies
Quarterly, and documents my experience of working from September 2020, to June 2021.
I will begin with a discussion of the journal’s historical importance; from its origin in
1972, to its more contemporary issues. This background will segue into a critical analysis
of my role at the journal, supported by anecdotes and ideas of critical feminist theorists.
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Introduction:
Women’s Studies Quarterly evolved alongside the surge of women’s studies
academic programs in the 1970’s. At the time, there was a lack of mainstream publishers
who would print radical ideas from underrepresented voices, leaving a deficit for teachers
who wanted to push the women’s studies curriculum forward. Florence Howe created
The Feminist Press at CUNY in 1970, where it grew from printing children’s books and
newsletters to biannual special issues. During this era of second-wave feminism, many
women were fighting to have a seat at the (capitalist and patriarchal) table. The women’s
liberation movement largely failed to account for the material realities of historically
marginalized groups. There were, however, feminists that were queering definitions of
“woman” and recognizing the inability to define such a gendered category due to social,
cultural, historical, and geographic divergences in conditions. Women’s studies needed a
canon, and it could no longer rely on the perspectives of men, or upper-class white
women. Florence Howe cultivated a space for such visibility at the Feminist Press.
Feminist Press History:
In 1979, The Feminist Press published “I Love Myself when I Am Laughing ...
and Then Again when I Am Looking Mean and Impressive: A Zora Neale Hurston
Reader” (Feminist Press, 2022). I find this to be an apt merging of theory and practice by
Howe, as since 1950, author Zora Neale Hurston had been refusing to bend to the will of
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white publishers. She famously wrote, “What White Publishers Won’t Print,” in Negro
Digest, bemoaning the stereotypes and tropes that minorities are looped into in literature
(Hurston, 1950). The problems surrounding representation went deeper, as Hurston
pointed out, that if there were minority perspectives or characters present in media they
were pigeonholed into conventional stories that usually had to do with race tensions. For
example, there was little opportunity for Black or Jewish romance stories, or alternatives
to white perspectives in general. What Hurston pointed out in 1950 was not remedied by
mainstream avenues, but by grassroots feminist organizations, and Howe’s Feminist
Press. Hurston specifically lamented the inability for minorities to produce literature that
mirrored reality, and the mainstream exploitation of Black culture to supplement a
romanticized white and Western narrative. She found media to be just as colonized as the
world she was living in, where whiteness and male authority were centered. In 1969, at a
talk titled, “Should Women Read Fiction?” Howe similarly criticized the fate that male
authors often prescribed for female characters: “marriage, death or some combination of
the two” (Wertheim, 2020). Both Howe and Hurston and members of other feminist
printing presses sought to challenge stereotypes in media. After all, meaning gets
disseminated through media, and the media industry has an enormous force on common
ideologies.
Around a decade after The Feminist Press’ inception, in 1981, The Kitchen Table:
Women of Color Press was formed, responding to similar issues of underrepresentation,
specifically in literature and other forms of print media. Audre Lorde, Barbara Smith,
Cherríe Morraga, and Hattie Gossett set out to produce literature for women of color, by
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women of color. Along with this, they produced consciousness-raising efforts in their
“Freedom Organizing Pamphlet Series” that aimed to reach communities that needed it
most, successfully merging theory and praxis (Jackson, 2021). Smith wrote, “as feminist
and lesbian of color writers, we knew that we had no options for getting published except
at the mercy or whim of others—in either commercial or alternative publishing, since
both are white dominated” (1989). They asked: who will produce our work, empower us,
tell us yes? The importance of feminist publications lies in their ability to conceive of
worlds that represent everyone’s material reality. They also design the future through
thought and literature. Feminist publishers are a necessary infrastructure when it comes to
activism, as they ignite provoking discussion and enlighten many on different
perspectives.
Florence Howe entered her endeavor intending to bring female scholarship into
academia more broadly. A CUNY Graduate, Howe states that her “activist spirit” was
ignited at Hunter College (Wertheim, 2020). While Hurston took concern with the ways
minority characters were portrayed in literature produced by a white, male monolith,
Howe was concerned with the way women were portrayed in fiction written by white
men. She saw in the gender gap an opportunity for women writers. This desire for
ownership over the production of knowledge, spearheaded by both Howe at the Feminist
Press and the women at Kitchen Table: Women of Color Press, is something Donna
Haraway theorizes on in her “Simians, Cyborgs, and Women: The Reinvention of
Nature” (1991). While Haraway is concerned with the idea of objectivity in feminist
theory, her concepts, I believe, apply well. She states that feminists “have stakes in a
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project that offers a more adequate, richer, better account of a world, in order to live in it
well and in critical, reflexive relation to our own as well as others’ practices of
domination and the unequal parts of privilege and oppression that make up all positions”
(Haraway, 1991). This project she speaks of is undertaken through the privileging of
subjugated knowledges, a term she also refers to as situated knowledges. Haraway
insinuates that subjugated knowledges are both political and epistemological, as these
perspectives construct “worlds less organized by axes of domination” (Haraway, 1991).
These ideas align exactly with Feminist Press’s vision: “to create a world where everyone
recognizes themselves in a book” (Feminist Press, 2022). And since its inception in 1970,
the Feminist Press has continued its committal to supporting “insurgent and
marginalized” voices (Feminist Press, 2022). Their intention is to create space for
visibility, and ignite dialogue, a mission that is enacted through the publishing of
“cutting-edge fiction, activist nonfiction, literature in translation, hybrid memoirs,
children’s books, and more” (Feminist Press, 2022).
Women’s Studies Quarterly:
Two years after Feminist Press’ inception, Women’s Studies Quarterly, a peer
reviewed, interdisciplinary journal focusing on topics of gender and sexuality was
created. The journal is structured as such, editors and publishers from the Feminist Press,
an Editorial Board of CUNY faculty, General Editors, Prose Editors, Poetry Editors, and
the Editorial Assistants. I came to the Graduate Center with a scholarly background in
linguistics and anthropology. Biological Anthropology was the first course I took on the
undergraduate level that was thought-provoking. I was desperate to learn (like most
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humans) what set me or my community apart from others, and what connected us all.
Learning how something as seemingly innocuous as language can have major
repercussions in both the organization and reception of different cultures, I chose to focus
on linguistic anthropology as my undergraduate concentration. The formal sciences
required in the linguistics discipline swayed me away from pursuing a higher degree in
computational linguistics. But I was really interested in the ways language, sex, gender,
technology, and space interacted with one another in social life, so I entered the Women’s
and Gender Studies program at the Graduate Center.
As per the guidelines for Women’s and Gender Studies Master’s program, I was
required to complete 140 hours of work total throughout the duration of the position. It
was agreed upon that I would complete five hours of work a week over two semesters. As
previously stated, the journal is maintained by two general editors, Dr. Red Washburn,
and Dr. Brianne Waychoff, who supervised my and the other assistants’ work throughout
this time. What I learned at Women’s Studies Quarterly extends beyond publishing
specific skills such as auditing the peer-review process, maintaining communications, or
soliciting works for the journal. My experience at WSQ more broadly was a lesson in
how knowledge gets produced.
Institutions such as universities are interested in protecting knowledge production,
sometimes in ways that protect longstanding mythologies. Traditional Western
methodologies became standard in knowledge production and the university has largely
transformed from a locality of original and radical thought to a monolithic corporation.
There are exceptions to this rule; people who are anti-methodology, scholars who break
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molds and produce radical ideas and agitate against prescriptions for knowledge
production. They developed queer methodologies and draw upon non-Western
knowledge systems to create worlds. Publications such as WSQ support this kind of
radical production of ideas. Whether the journal topic be “Precarious Work” (2017), or
“Black Love” (2022), Women’s Studies Quarterly effectively creates space for
underrepresented voices, and often problematizes the mainstream intellectual genealogy
on multidisciplinary subjects. WSQ creates a public forum for socially invisible women,
valuing perspectives that do not conform to a white, patriarchal mainstream norm.
Knowledge production processes are entangled with the field, researcher, subjects, and
communities. When they put out the call for papers, they invite scholars, artists, poets,
and creatives to share their work and perspectives. WSQ does their best to reach a wide
variety of audiences. Part of my hourly work was spent researching advertising prices at
highly trafficked websites with a focus on feminism or gender studies.
Including diversity in voice was something the Editors really strived for but was
something that came with its difficulties during the pandemic. WSQ’s editors inherited a
journal that was really struggling with funding. As such, there were tensions amongst the
broader administration about budget, and the overall direction of the journal. Board
members with seniority seemed to feel more entitlement in making decisions about the
next issue, while newer board members were concerned about an increasing need for
diversity and the centering of minority voices at the journal. These tensions were played
out in board meetings, a space where editorial assistants were invited to join and take
turns taking minutes. Women’s Studies Quarterly faces pressures to evolve,
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encapsulating diverse voices and audiences, while also fighting a tight budget and board
politics. The idea of creating by-laws was introduced, but it was difficult to find
volunteers to take on this task. COVID burnout undoubtedly was taking effect, but the
Editors knew that the in-fighting had to stop, and personal feelings put aside in order for
the journal to survive.
On top of this, it was extremely difficult to maintain a strict production schedule
from remote workstations, especially with guest editors in another time zone. With the
production of one journal slowed, everything else seemed to fall behind. The pandemic
made it difficult to focus our attention on other projects, as we were constantly checking
in with guest contributors about missed deadlines. Additionally, we were navigating a
tight bind of wanting to grant leeway due to pandemic-related issues, while also reaching
goals in a timely manner. This gets especially tricky, as we like to give the Guest Editors
as much responsibility over the decisions that go into producing the journal as possible.
But when decisions didn’t get made in a timely manner, we often had to take things upon
ourselves. Centering the voices of the Guest Editors and contributors became
increasingly difficult as deadlines were consistently missed, and as we faced pressure
from the publisher.
Experience:
A challenge related to this presented itself during my time as an editorial assistant.
With the production schedule already many months delayed due to COVID, Editors felt a
time pressure to wrap everything up by the final deadline. The Guest Editors were
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struggling to find a scholar who matched their intellectual and ethical interests to write a
piece for the back matter of the issue. I reached out to a like-minded Brazilian friend for
recommendations on her favorite poets, artists, and scholars. Through her
recommendation and my own research, I put forth someone who I thought aligned with
the scope of the issue. Unfortunately, the Guest Editors were upset with the choice,
feeling that her subjectivity as a white Brazilian woman did not strategically encapsulate
the mission of the issue, a Black, Brazilian feminist issue. In order to remedy the conflict,
we came to a conclusion that the Guest Editors would have to confirm their choice of
scholar to write the piece and inform the person we had chosen that they would not be
moving forward with that decision. We then offered her an invitation to submit the
following season’s journal. These kinds of challenges present opportunities for discourse
about knowledge production and the importance behind each decision that gets made, so
that the integrity of the journal is maintained.
Publications such as Women’s Studies Quarterly are staked in diversity, equity and
inclusion, as they bring forth voices of change and highlight the varied work of scholars,
creatives, poets, and artists. Printed publications, however, will have to learn to adapt to a
largely digital world in complex ways. In order to forge into the future, I believe WSQ
will have to expand the mediums it accepts, inviting new and creative ways to showcase
talent. Additionally, they will have to invest in stabilizing the board politics through the
creation of by-laws and come to an agreement on budget. Choosing topical themes are
important, as WSQ submissions help to create the canon of literature that future
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generations will utilize in their research. Ultimately, Women’s Studies Quarterly is facing
both challenges and opportunities, but I have no doubt that they will succeed in providing
an important forum for thinkers and change-makers who visualize a better future for all.
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